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The information mapping board game: a collaborative investigation of asylum seekers 
and refugees’ information practices in England, UK 
 
Kahina Le Louvier and Perla Innocenti 
 
Abstract 
 
Introduction.  This paper discusses the use of an information mapping board game 
for collaboratively identifying information practices of a small group of asylum 
seekers and refugees in the North East of England, UK. 
Method. Drawing on participatory visual methods, an original information mapping 
board game was designed. 
Analysis. Qualitative results are discussed and analysed using grounded theory, 
constant comparative analysis, and situational mapping. 
Results. The use of an information mapping board game allows participants going 
through the asylum process to become actively involved in mapping and sharing 
their own information practices, sources and barriers within a playful collaborative 
environment. It enables participants to become aware of their acquired information 
literacy by sharing knowledge, and to adapt the game to reflect their needs and 
knowledge. 
Conclusion. This study indicates that participatory techniques such as the 
information mapping board game have the potential to engage hard to reach 
populations in the research process, to foster their agency, confidence, and 
capacities, and to inform actions at a local level. 
 
Keywords: action research; information mapping board game; asylum seekers; 
refugees; everyday life; information practices; information sharing. 
 
Introduction 
 
This paper discusses the use of the information mapping board game in research involving refugees 
and asylum seekers. This novel technique was designed as part of a pilot study investigating the 
information practices of applicants going through the asylum process in the North East of England, 
UK. 
 
From the Brexit campaign to the implementation of ‘hostile environment’ policies (Kirkup and 
Winnett, 2012), the hospitality crisis in the United Kingdom led to a need to rethink the social 
inclusion of refugees in the British context. In the field of Library and Information Science, social 
inclusion has been defined as an information problem (Caidi and Allard, 2005), whereby migrants and 
refugees in particular are confronted with a ‘fractured information landscape’ (Lloyd, 2017) that 
prevents them from taking an active part in society. A number of studies have sought means to foster 
inclusion by identifying the information practices of refugees in Australia (Lloyd, 2014), Canada 
(Quirke, 2012), Sweden (Lloyd, Pilerot and Hultgren, 2017) and more recently Scotland (Oduntan and 
Ruthven, 2017). This pilot study brings this investigation to England with two aims: 
 
1) Draw an initial overview of the information landscape experienced by people who have been resettled 
in North East England as part of the asylum dispersal programme. 
2) Allow those who experienced the UK asylum process to exercise their agency and share their own 
information practices by experimenting with participatory methods via the vehicle of an information 
mapping board game. 
 
Literature review 
 
In information science, social inclusion is defined as an information problem (Caidi and Allard, 2005): 
without the capacity to access and make sense of information, newcomers cannot play an active part in 
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society. Consequently, social inclusion requires understanding how migrants interact with information. 
Various studies have sought to identify the information practices of refugees, highlighting the 
following needs: 
 
• Digital technology (Alam and Imran, 2015; Gifford and Wilding, 2013; Díaz Andrade and 
Doolin, 2016). 
• Health information (Allen, Matthew and Boland, 2004). 
• Compliance information, such as societal rules, policies, asylum refusal, legal rights and 
representation (Kennan, Lloyd, Qayyum and Thompson, 2011; Oduntan and Ruthven, 2017; 
Lloyd et al., 2017). 
• Everyday information, such as education, employment, health, daily living, communication 
with family and friends, language, social life and leisure activities (Kennan et al., 2011; 
Oduntan and Ruthven, 2017; Lloyd et al., 2017; Quirke, 2015). 
 
Studies identified interpersonal interactions as the preferred sources of information for most refugees 
(see Olden, 1999; Kennan et al., 2011; Shankar et al., 2016). These include interactions with friends 
and family (Quirke, 2012; Lloyd et al., 2017; Oduntan and Ruthven, 2017), or service providers, 
caseworkers and volunteers (Kennan et al., 2011; Quirke, 2012; Lloyd et al., 2017; Oduntan and 
Ruthven, 2017; Qayyum, Thompson, Kennan and Lloyd, 2014). Further information sources include 
digital sites such as social media (Lloyd and Wilkinson, 2016; Lloyd et al., 2017), leisure activities 
(Quirke, 2015; Lloyd and Wilkinson, 2016) and libraries (Varheim, 2014). These sites are described as 
information grounds (see Pettigrew, 1999) that facilitate the spontaneous exchange of information and 
the building of social capital through which refugees acquire information literacy (Varheim, 2014; 
Quirke, 2015; Lloyd and Wilkinson, 2016; Lloyd et al., 2017). They also allow newcomers to develop 
collective coping strategies such as information pooling (Lloyd, 2014; Lloyd, 2015; Lloyd et al., 
2017). 
 
The pilot contributes to such body of work by using an original technique that allow participants to 
express and map their own information practices. 
 
Method 
 
The pilot study used three focus groups employing qualitative participatory action research (Kindon, 
Pain and Kesby, 2007) to identify the information practices of refugees and asylum seekers settled in a 
city of the North East of England (Fig.1). This approach addresses the ethical implications of 
researching marginalised groups whose agency is often denied. Although participation was limited to a 
collaborative mode (Biggs, 1989), whereby the researcher designed the research questions and 
activities, the aim was to experiment on research techniques that are non-coercive, provide mutual 
benefits and allow participants to reflect on how to improve their situation. Participatory approaches 
are increasingly used in Library and Information Science research for they allow socially excluded 
groups to have their voice heard (Hicks and Lloyd, 2018), however they relies on a high level of 
participant engagement. Moreover, asylum seekers include people with diverse English language skills 
and education, precluding the use of traditional research methods. Visual methods such as photovoice 
have been suggested as powerful alternatives as they allow mitigation of language and literacy levels, 
and give participants an opportunity to be in control of the information they provide (Hicks and Lloyd, 
2018). While the use of photovoice was considered for this pilot, it was judged as too time-consuming 
for participants. 
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Figure 1 – Research design 
 
Another visual method was needed to investigate information practices, respecting participatory 
principles whilst adapting to the players. The information mapping board game was thus designed and 
composed of five different elements: a detailed street map of the urban area, a progression board, an 
eight-sided dice, green, yellow and pink flags, and coloured pieces (Fig.2). At the beginning of the 
game, each player placed their piece on the progression board. The colour of the square on which their 
piece stood determined their possible actions: 
 
• Yellow – Players indicate a type of 
information they need in their everyday 
life and the source of information used to 
seek it on a yellow flag, and place it on the 
map. 
• Green – Players indicate a type of 
information they share in their everyday 
life and the medium they used to share it 
on a green flag, and place it on the map. 
 
• White – Players throw a die showing 
different information media (radio, official 
sources, printed media, TV, computer, 
phone, people and observation). They 
indicate information they either seek or 
share using the medium visible on the 
appropriate flag and place it on the map. 
 
• Pink – After each turn, 
players can put a pink obstacle flag next to 
the flag just placed to indicate a barrier to 
that information activity. 
Figure 2 –Information Mapping Board Game:  
Progression board, information sources die, city map. 
 
Each action was explained and discussed with the participants. Players moved two squares forward for 
each green and yellow flag they placed, one square forward for a pink flag, and one square backward 
when being stopped. The session lasted about two hours; participants had to leave before anybody 
won. The competing and playful nature of the game meant that participants joked whilst arguing their 
case. It may be considered that this game did not facilitate a deep investigation of each information 
activity. However, the rules of the game, as well as the possibility to break them, promoted insightful 
data capture, enabling participants to become aware of their capacities. 
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Data was analysed during the session with a grounded theory method and between each session using 
constant comparative analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). At the end of the three sessions situational 
mapping (Clarke, 2005) was used to account for the complexities of participants’ situation, 
highlighting both the structure in which they are immersed and the way they experience it. 
 
Findings and discussion 
 
This original information mapping board game was designed to address three identified challenges: 
 
• Mutual benefits. The game provided a space for participants to practice English in a friendly 
and non-judgmental environment. Participants played in turns, which enabled equal 
contributions. The game did require speaking as well as multisensory engaging by observing, 
listening and moving things around. It was perceived as a diverting time and allowed 
everybody to actively take part. 
• Horizontality and agency. The game structure allowed the researcher to act as a facilitator 
rather than as a leader, setting the rules at the beginning of the session before letting the 
participants appropriate them. The playfulness fostered a positive group dynamic that 
increased participants’ engagement. 
• Collaborative information mapping. The game built on the information horizons mapping 
technique, which graphically represents individual’s information seeking behaviour 
(Sonnenwald, Wildemuth and Harmon, 2001). However, it shifted the focus from 
information seeking to everyday information practices, thus including information sharing 
activities. Moreover it used a real city map which participants collaboratively interacted 
with, helping each other navigate the city. 
 
Participants indicated functional needs, such as food, English language and IT skills, as well as leisure 
activities. Their main barrier to information was lack of money, preventing internet access, or 
affording bus tickets between the accommodation provided by authorities and the city centre, where 
most flags were located. Social interactions – as suggested by previous works - appeared to be their 
main source of information. Social networks were developed through the activities and services 
provided by local charities and community groups, which allowed them to meet their needs and 
represented most of the locations flagged. When reflecting on this finding, participants concluded that 
there were sufficient services to help them, since they had managed to collectively map them, but that 
these were difficult to find for a newcomer alone because the charities providing them lacked 
visibility, due to their lack of resources. To mitigate this gap, participants discussed the creation of a 
website where all information necessary for new asylum seekers could be centralised, although 
internet connection and digital literacy would limit its access. 
 
The most interesting aspect of the information mapping board game was an unexpected one: the 
possibility to break its rules. In the middle of the session, participants took over the game and, rather 
than indicating instances when they sought or shared information in the past, they started sharing 
information with their co-players directly during the game. They shared tips on where to find free 
food, courses, leisure activities, and cheap mobile phone companies. Thus, they transformed the game 
into an information ground and displaced the competition to who knew the city best and could make 
the most of their situation. As they became aware of how they had managed to make sense of the 
system and make the most of it, they seemed to gain confidence. Sharing information thus appeared 
more important than seeking information, for it meant appropriating the city and showcasing expertise. 
 
Conclusion and next steps 
 
The information mapping board game provides a novel exploratory technique for the identification of 
refugees’ and asylum seekers’ information practices on a city scale. The game’s playfulness allows 
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engaging people with different language and education levels, and fosters participants’ agency by 
providing them with tools to play with and the possibility to take over the game. Its friendly 
competition allows participants to work collaboratively and become aware of their acquired 
information literacy by sharing their knowledge with others. The contextual nature and limited volume 
of data collected from the game means that findings cannot be generalized and would not be sufficient 
to enable a satisfactory analysis as a stand-alone technique. Subsequent data collection will further 
address this. A cross-analysis of results emerging from different groups may provide a rich picture of 
information affordability and barriers to inform local community-based actions and policies. 
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